London primary schools face rapid enrolment decline amid funding delays and demographic shifts
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London’s primary schools are facing a concerning exodus of pupils, with numbers dropping nearly twice as fast as the rest of England, according to a report partially funded by the well-connected Nuffield Foundation. Since 2018-19, enrolments in the capital have fallen by an 8.1% margin, equivalent to around 2,060 classes vanishing, highlighting a structural decline driven largely by families fleeing high living costs and limited childcare options. Yet, rather than tackling these root causes, the government persists with a delay in reforming funding policies, leaving schools stranded in financial limbo just as they grapple with these demographic shifts.
In boroughs such as Westminster, Southwark, Camden, and Lambeth, the decline is especially sharp, with pupil numbers dropping over 10% in recent years. Westminster itself has faced a near 16% decrease since 2020/21, numbers that threaten the remaining schools' viability. Forecasts from the Education Policy Institute warn of approximately 52,000 fewer primary-aged children in London by 2028, an alarming trend ignored by a government more focused on political posturing than meaningful intervention.
Despite the shrinking pupil rolls, London’s schools are refusing to downsize their class sizes in any meaningful way. Instead, they are cutting the number of classes, risking cuts to the quality of education just to keep budgets afloat. With funding still tied to pupil numbers, the revenue loss from declining enrolments is pushing many schools dangerously close to financial deficits. This financial squeeze is compounded by the rising costs of supporting children with special educational needs and disabilities, stretching budgets even thinner.
Meanwhile, the government’s delay in reforming funding arrangements until next January exemplifies its complacency, delaying essential support and leaving schools to face an uncertain future. Such inertia hampers efforts to adapt and threatens the survival of many community schools that are already under immense pressure.
Admissions data reflect these hardships. Over 10,000 London children failed to secure a place at their first-choice school this year, as demographic shifts and parental fears of ongoing economic hardship reshape enrolment patterns. Surplus capacity is particularly stark in Westminster, where over a quarter of primary places sit vacant, raising alarms about impending budget deficits and broader council financial struggles.
This downward spiral, fewer pupils, rising costs, and governmental inertia, exposes the flawed priorities of a government content to ignore the decline and the needs of ordinary families. With declining demand forecasted to continue through 2027/28, the question remains: are policymakers prepared to genuinely support London’s schools and tackle the root causes of this exodus, or will they let the crisis deepen, further undermining the future of children’s education? The time for meaningful action is long overdue.
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